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Introduction

The Chinese language has a very long history ,and is rich in
colorful idioms ,which can beused to enhance the language®s powers of
expression enormously.

Here we present the 24 nost common Chinese idioms in four
categories: Stirring Deeds , Virtuous Conduct, Wisdom and Legends,
Each idiom has a brief explanation ,followed by the story ,in Chinese
and English ,of how it arose. The profuse the historical background
to the i1dioms.



The Stories Behind Common Chinese ldioms
Legends



To Crow like a Cock and Bark like a Dog

Explanation:
Even petty abilities can be useful.
Story:

In the Warring States Period the prime minister of the State of
Qi, Lord Mengchang, was renowned for his generosity. He supported some
3,000 hangers-on.

Whenever one of these clients came to him with some problem or
complaint, Lord Mengchang had a secretary hide behind a screen and
take down the details. Later, men would be despatched to the
complainant®s home with costly presents.

King Zhao of the State of Qin admired Lord Meiigchang and invited
lum to visit his court. Lord Mengchang went there accompanied by some
1,000 of his clients.

Lord Mengchang presented a magnificent robe made out of pure white
fox fur to lus host. The king of Qin was delighted with this present
and had i1t stored in his treasury.

However, during his stay Lord Mengchang was the victim of
slanderous gossip, as a result of which the king of Qin had him placed
under arrest. Lord Mengchang asked the king®s favorite concubine

to intercede with the king for him. The concubine promised to do

so, but only on condition that he give her a robe like the one he had
presented to the king.

This put Lord Mengchang in a dilemma , as the robe he had

presented to the kmg was the only one of the kind he possessed. Then



one of his clients said, "Don"t worry, my lord, I can manage it." That
night he crawled along the foot of the wall of the treasury, barking
like a dog. The guards took no notice of what they thought was a real
dog, and the client was able to slip inside and steal the fox-fur robe.
He gave it to the king"s favorite, and she persuaded the king to release
Lord Mengchang and his companions.

They fled from Qin the same night,hoping to be across the border
of the state before the trick was discovered. However, when they
reached the border pass they found the gate firmly shut ,and were told
that 1t would not open until dawn. This time another of Lord Mengchang®s
resourceful clients saved the situation by crowing like a cock.
Immediately all the neighborhood cocks started crowing too, and the
frontier guards ,thinking that it must be daybreak, opened the gate .
By the time the ruse had been discovered and a hunt was launched for
the fugitives, Lord Mengchang and his clients were out of reach.



The Old Man on the Border Loses a Horse
Explanation:
Temporary setbacks may be blessings in disguise.
Story:
Long ago there lived on the far western border of China an old man
and his son who raised horses. One day one of their best stallions

suddenly ran away. The son pursued 1t, but failed to catch it.
"Never mind," said his father, "1t may return some day.,, sure enough,
after some months the horse really did return, and it was leading a
large herd of other horses. The son was overjoyed at this unexpected
good fortune, but his father was not carried away. "Good and bad fortune
have a habit of following each other in succession in this world, MY
son,” he said. "Do not be too happy lest you tempt fate."

One day, while taming the new horses, the son fell from a horse
and

broke a leg. Again, his father was not dismayed. "This is an
accident that is common in our line of business. Let it be a lesson
to you and benefit from the experience,” he said.

At this time commissioners arrived m the district drafting all
fit young men into the army. The old man®s son, of course, was exempted
because of his broken leg. Thus, when all the other young men from
the neighborhood were killed in the wars, the old ma"s son survived.



Giving One"s Life for Righteousness

Explanation:

To sacrifice oneself for a just cause.
Story:

In the Spring and Autumn Period there lived a martial hero named
Yu Rang. When his patron, Zhi Bo, was killed by Zhao Xiangzi, Yu Rang
swore to avenge him. Gaining employment as a servant in the
household of Zhao Xiangzi, his identity was discovered before he had
a chance to assassinate Zhao. His intended victim, however, was moved
by Yu Rang"s loyalty to his late master and set him free, despite Yu
Rang"s admission that he would still to kill him.

Returning home, Yu Rang cut off his eyebrows and beard, and
swallowed burning charcoal to hoarsen his throat ,in order to escape
recognition both in apperance and voice . Some of his friends suggested,
"Would i1t not be easier if you pretended to switch allegiance to Zhao
Xiangzi and then killed him when he was off his guard?" Indignantly,
Yu Rang replied,”™ How could a righteous man do such a thing?"

One day Yu Rang hid under a bridge on a route that he knew Zhao
Xiangxi was to take. But when the latter®s carnage drew near the bridge
the horses began to neigh in fear. A search soon found Yu Rang under
the bridge, and he was hauled out by Zhao Xiangzi*s men. Zhao said to
him: "I admire your devotion to your late master, but this time I really
cannot pardon you." Yu Rang replied, "1 thank Your Excellency for your
kindness.

But 1 have one last request. Please take off your coat and let



me thrust my sword through it three times, so that | can satisfy myself
that | have avenged my ex-master. Then 1 can die contented." Zhao
Xiangzi was touched by Yu Rang®s sincerity, and took off his coat.
Thereupon, Yu Rang thrust his sword through i1t three times before
cutting his own throat.



Mao Sui Recommends Himself

Explanation:

To put oneself forward for a certain job or position.
Story:

In the Warring States Period the army of the State of Qin attacked
Handan, the capital of the State of

Zhao. The king of Zhao ordered Lord Pingyuan to go to the State
of Chu and ask 1ts king for help. Lord Pingyuan needed 20 able men from
among men multitude of clients, but was only able to decide on 19.
Thereupon, a client named Mao Sui stepped forward and offered to
accompany his patron to Chu. But Lord Pingyuan simply smiled and said,"
An able man®s talents will soon shine out no matter in what situation
he finds himself. Just like an awl in a sack - the sharp hp will soon
show through. But you have been living under my roof for three year-s
already, and | have detected no sign of any ability in you." whereupon,
Mao sui retorted, "If I had been put in a bag a long time ago I would
have completely broken out of it, never mind justmy tip." Lord Pingyuan
was convinced and took Mao Sui along with the other 19 with him to Chu.

Unfortunately, the negotiations

got nowhere, as the king of Chu was unwilling to fight against Qin.
When all the arguments of Lord Pingyuan and the other 19 envoys had
failed to move the king of Chu, Mao Sui stepped forward and addressed
the king thus: "Your state, Your Majesty, has a vast territory and
a huge army. However, Qin is gobbling up the other states one by

one. If you fail to fight Qin now, when you have the chance of an
alltance with Zhao, how do you expect to resist Qin when it has
conquered all the states and you stand alone? Do you think that Qin



will be satisfied to leave Chu in peace?" The king of Chu saw the wisdom
of this argument and forthwith declared an alliance with Zhao.



Leaving a Seat Vacant

Explanation:

To wait for someone for whom one has the greatest respect.
Story:

In the Warring States Period Lord Xinling of the State of Wei
invited Hou Ying, a virtuous and

able man, to join his household as one of his clients. Hou Ying
was over 70 years old. He and his family were very poor, and he himself
was an official of low rank who was mcharge of the city gate of Daliang,
the Wei capital. The first invitation was refused, but when Lord
Xinhng himself drove his carriage, leaving the seat of honor empty,
to Hou Ying"s house, the latter had no choice but to accept. Wearing
his shabbiest clothes, Hou Ying seated himself in the vacant place
without even one polite word.

On the way back Hou Ying insisted on visiting his friend, a butcher
named Zhu Hai. Hou Ying expected Lord Xinling to be annoyed at being
left waiting for him in the carriage, but his new patron showed no
displeasure.

The same year the State of Qin besieged the State of Zhao"s capital,
Handan, and the king of Wei sent Commander Jin Bi with 100,000 troops
to help Zhao. Thereupon, the king of Qin sent envoys to threaten the
king of Wei and get him to order Jin Bi to halt, which he did.

Again and again Lord Xinling pleaded with the king of Wei to order
Jin Bi to advance, but all in vain. Then Hou Ying advised Lord
Xinling:"I1f only you had the Commander*s Seal ,which is bestowed only
by the king himself ,you could take Jin Bi"s place and lead his troops
to the help of Zhao." He suggested that the king"s favorite concubine
be induced to steal the seal.



The plot worked and Lord Xinling prepared to set out with the seal
for Jin Bi"s camp. Just before he left, Hou Ying advised him to take
his friend Zhu Hai, the butcher, along with him . Lord Xinling could
not understand what use the butcher could be to him ,but he did as Hou
Ying bid.

When Lord Xinling showed him the seal and announced that he was
going to take charge of the army, Jin Bi demurred and refused to believe
that the king had ordered any such action .But before he could have
Lord Xinling arrested, Zhu Hai pulled a hammer from his sleeve, leapt
forward and slew Jin Bi.

With the help of the Commander*s Seal, Lord Xinling selected 80,000
crack troops ,defeated Qin*"s armies and saved Zhao.



To Collapse Like an Earthen Wall

Explanation:
To suffer a crushing defeat from which one can never recover.

Story:

Liu Bang, the founder of the Han Dynasty, was originally a minor
official in Peixian County in the later part of the Qin Dynasty. He
was ordered to escort a large group of laborers north to work

on the Great Wall, which was just being built at that time.
Because he was not a harsh disciplinarian, large numbers of the
laborers took advantage of this to escape, and Liu Bang, knowing that
he would be punished harshly when he reached his destination, decided
to free the rest of the laborers and flee himself.

With only about a dozen companions, Liu Bang became an outlaw. He
gained a reputation for courage when the band came across a giant snake
lying in their path. None of the other outlaws dared to approach it,
but Liu Bang strode fearlessly forward and drove it away with his sword.

At that time the Qin Dynasty was collaping under the pressure of
widespread rebellion. Xiao He and Cao Can, respectively secretary and
prison governor of Peixian County ,admired Liu Band and had secret
contacts with him ,urging him to help overthrow the corrupt and
tyrannous Qin Dynasty.

As the first step ,they occupied the county seat of Peixian. The
local people chose Liu Bang as their leader ,and his acceptance speech
contained the following words:"To overthrow the Qin Dynasty will be
a most arduous task . If we fail we will be like an earthen wall which
has collapsed-there is no way that it can be put together again."

Starting with a rag-tag army of only 3,000 men , Liu Bang went on
to overthrow the decadent Qin Dynasty and establish a new and vigorous
dynasty, that of the Han.
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